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AFFORDABLE HOUSING NEEDS OF
AMERICA’S LOW-INCOME VETERANS

Wednesday, December 5, 2007

U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON HOUSING AND
COMMUNITY OPPORTUNITY,
COMMITTEE ON FINANCIAL SERVICES,
Washington, D.C.

The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 10:14 a.m., in room
2128, Rayburn House Office Building, Hon. Maxine Waters [chair-
woman of the subcommittee] presiding.

Members present: Representatives Waters, Velazquez, Cleaver,
Green, Moore of Wisconsin, Sires, Ellison, Donnelly; Capito,
Biggert, Shays, Garrett, and Neugebauer.

Chairwoman WATERS. The Subcommittee on Housing and Com-
munity Opportunity will come to order. We will be joined in a few
minutes by Ms. Capito, and some other members if they can get
away from the Floor and other committees that they’re serving on.
Today’s hearing is on affordable housing needs of America’s low-in-
come veterans. I think today’s hearing will continue the strong bi-
partisan work we’re doing in this subcommittee. Indeed, I may
briefly turn over the gavel in order to speak on the House Floor
on H.R. 2930, the Section 202 Supportive Housing for the Elderly
Act of 2007, a bill on which we held an informative hearing in early
September and thereafter were able to work out differences in such
a way that the bill has gone on the suspension calendar.

Similarly, I expect that we will have bipartisan agreement on the
basic principle that no man or woman who has served this country
honorably in a time of war or peace should ever have to live in des-
perate poverty, or even worse, literally on the streets of our Nation.
I'm looking forward to hearing from today’s witnesses about how
we can do better by our poorest veterans, because the facts today
are sobering, even tragic.

It is simply disgraceful that as many as 200,000 veterans are
homeless on any given night in America, meaning that one out of
every four homeless individuals served in the military. Often I take
pride when my home State of California leads the Nation in some-
thing. Not so here, where California has by far the greatest abso-
lute number of homeless veterans, nearly 50,000 across the State.
It also has the second highest rate of veterans homelessness in the
country, with fully 2%4 of California’s veterans experiencing home-
lessness.

Nearly as troubling is the tremendous number of veterans in the
State who are at risk of homelessness due to excessive housing cost
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burdens; 3.4 percent of California’s veterans, over 73,000 individ-
uals, pay more than half of their income in rent, and that is
unsustainable for the long term. In my home City of Los Angeles,
fully two-thirds of low-income veterans pay more for their housing
than HUD deems supportable, ensuring a steady flow into an al-
ready overburdened homeless system.

But I don’t want to leave the impression that the news is all bad.
I know that we will hear today about effective HUD and VA pro-
grams to address the needs of homeless and low-income veterans.
In particular, I look forward to hearing from witnesses about the
potential to expand the availability of permanent supportive hous-
ing to complement the important transitional housing interventions
that have characterized the VA funded response to veterans home-
lessness to date.

Several of today’s witnesses testified before the subcommittee
during our McKinney-Vento reauthorization hearings and described
the effectiveness and cost effectiveness of permanent supportive
housing for the chronic and disabled homeless. It seems clear to me
that we need to target this intervention to homeless veterans who
suffer from mental health and other disabilities while languishing
on the streets or in shelters, living in their cars, or roughing it in
the country’s backwoods.

And we need to take the enterprise to a scale that can meet the
tremendous need. This includes addressing the pent-up demand for
permanent housing solutions among Vietnam-era veterans whom
we must never forget, even as we prepare for what seems certain
to be an overwhelming number of Iraq and Afghanistan war vet-
erans at risk of homelessness.

Indeed, the first such veterans have already begun to appear on
the streets and in shelters nationwide. And let me just mention, we
cannot leave out the Desert Storm veterans as we take a look at
those who still need much assistance to get into decent places to
live.

Notably, one of the earliest structured supportive housing initia-
tives was a joint HUD-VASH program in the early 1990’s in which
local PHAs provided Section 8 vouchers and VA medical centers
furnished case management and clinical services to participating
veterans.

Long-term evaluations of the HUD-VASH program have shown
both improved housing and improved substance abuse outcomes
among veterans who received the vouchers over those who did not.
Veterans who received vouchers experienced fewer days of home-
lessness and more days housed than veterans who received inten-
sive care, case management assistance, or standard care through
VA homeless programs alone.

Analysis also found that veterans with HUD-VASH vouchers
had fewer days of alcohol use, fewer days in which they drank to
intoxication, fewer days of drug use, and fewer days in institutions.
Unfortunately, a relatively paltry number of additional HUD-
VASH vouchers have been authorized in recent years and none ap-
propriated since Fiscal Year 1994. I am pleased that our friends on
the HUD and VA appropriations committees have chosen to reverse
this trend, providing for 7,500 vouchers and associated services
funding in Fiscal Year 2008, HUD and VA conference reports, re-
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s}liectively. I look forward to hearing the witnesses’ perspectives on
that.

Finally, I conclude by applauding subcommittee member Al
Green for his legislative work in this area. He will now provide de-
tails on his two important bills, H.R. 3329, the Homes for Heroes
Act of 2007, and H.R. 4161, the Veterans Homelessness Prevention
Act of 2007. But suffice it to say that he has offered two critical
starting points for the subcommittee to consider, not only for ex-
panding the HUD-VASH program to the appropriate magnitude,
but also for getting HUD into the permanent supportive housing
development business where it needs to be, given tight rental mar-
kets in so many parts of the country where veterans homelessness
is widespread.

With that, I will recognize our ranking member, Congresswoman
Capito, for her opening statement.

Ms. CapPITO. Thank you, Chairwoman Waters, and I apologize for
being a little tardy to the hearing. I look forward to this hearing,
and I thank you for convening this important hearing entitled, “Af-
fordable Housing Needs for America’s Low-Income Veterans.”

As a Nation, we owe no greater debt than the one we owe to our
veterans for their unwavering protection of our very freedom, pro-
viding suitable housing, affordable housing, and supportive services
to these individuals should be the goal of all policymakers, and I
believe it is our goal, our collective goal. This hearing represents
an important opportunity for the committee to take a good look at
the housing needs of our veterans.

Recent studies have shown that a disproportionately large per-
centage of the overall homeless population is comprised of veterans,
and that this percentage continues to grow. This growing trend not
only raises questions about the adequacy of homeless shelters serv-
ices available to veterans, but also about the availability of afford-
able housing for low-income veterans.

The statistics on this subject are also not encouraging. The De-
partment of Veterans Affairs estimates that as of September 2006,
there were 24 million veterans living in the United States and
Puerto Rico, and of this population, 196,000 are homeless on any
given night, making up 19 percent of the total homeless population
and one-third of the adult homeless population. There are numer-
ous reasons for this overrepresentation of homeless veterans within
the overall homeless population that could include mental health
diagnosis, addictions to alcohol and other substances, and physical
health problems.

According to an August 2007 GAO study, low-income veteran
households who rent their home are not faring much better. The
GAO study found that 2.3 million veteran households that are low-
income renters, of that 2.3 million, 1.3 million experience housing
affordability problems. In my own State of West Virginia, studies
show that between 51 and 55 percent of veteran renters are low
income. GAO also found that low-income veteran households are
less likely to receive HUD rental assistance than other low-income
households.

I hope that through today’s hearing, we can gain a better under-
standing of the housing needs of our veterans. I thank all of the
witnesses for their dedication to this issue and for their oppor-
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tunity to enlighten us as a committee. Our Nation’s heroes deserve
the very best that we have to offer, and I look forward to hearing
the testimony. I yield back.

Chairwoman WATERS. Thank you very much. We have gotten an
agreement from the members on the subcommittee that Mr. Green,
the author of the bills that we are focusing on today—who also has
an important bill on the Floor—will go first with his opening state-
ment, and then we will go to the other members and quickly get
to the testimony. Hopefully, Mr. Green, you will be around for the
question and answer period.

But with that, I will recognize you for 5 minutes for your opening
statement.

Mr. GREEN. Thank you, Madam Chairwoman. I greatly appre-
ciate your convening this most important hearing. And Madam
Chairwoman, if I may say so, you have truly been a friend of those
who are living in the streets of life, whether they be veterans or
whether they be persons without any portfolio at all, you have
truly been a friend.

I also would like to thank Ranking Member Capito for her efforts
to assist and to be a part of making it possible for all persons to
have a place to call home. The chairman of the full committee and
the ranking member of the full committee, that would be Chairman
Frank and Ranking Member Bachus, merit our expressions of ap-
preciation as well.

We have two bills on the Floor—the Homes for Heroes Act and
the Veterans Homlessness Prevention Act—and when I say the
Floor, I mean within this committee. Before I go to them, I'd like
to make just a few comments. Some of what I will say has been
said, but some things are so important that they bear repeating.

Let me start by paraphrasing words from Father Dennis O’Brien.
Father O’Brien reminds us that the ultimate protector of freedom
is the soldier. He reminds us that it’s not the reporter who ulti-
mately protects freedom of the press; it’s the soldier. It’s not the
poet who protects freedom of speech; it’s the soldier. It’s not the ac-
tivist who protects our freedom to demonstrate. He reminds us that
the soldier who salutes the flag is the soldier who serves beneath
the flag. It is the soldier’s body that is draped by the flag. And it
is the soldier who allows the protestor to burn the flag.

The soldier makes real our great American ideals, which is why
we must demonstrate concern for our soldiers who are sleeping in
the streets of life. We are blessed to be in the richest country in
the world, a country where we have homes or houses for our cars.
They’re called garages. And, however, as so many are sleeping in
the suites of life, we have many who are sleeping in the streets of
life.

Approximately 800,000 persons on any given night will sleep in
the streets of life. We can do better. Two hundred thousand of
these homeless persons are veterans. Four hundred thousand vet-
erans will sleep on the streets of life in the course of a year,
400,000 different veterans. We can truly do better.

In Texas, we have about 16,000 homeless veterans—2,500 in
Houston alone. We have 1.5 million veterans who have incomes
below the poverty level; 643,000 of these have incomes at 50 per-
cent of the poverty level. We can do better. Vets are 11 percent of
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the population, and 25 percent of the homeless, depending on who’s
counting. I'm not sure anyone really knows, but we do know that
we have a significant number and we have too many. Someone
might ask, how many is too many, Al Green? The answer is one—
one sleeping in the streets of life is too many.

A report from the National Alliance to End Homelessness found
that the lack of affordable housing is the primary cause of this con-
cern that we bring to your attention today. More than 467,000 vet-
erans are severely rent-burdened. That means that they are paying
more than 50 percent of their income in rent, depending on who’s
counting again. And 43 percent of these are receiving food stamps.
Among the homeless veterans, half have mental illnesses. About 56
percent are African American or Latino. Two-thirds of them suffer
from alcohol or some sort of substance abuse.

We must be do better, and this is why we’ve introduced H.R.
3329, the Homes for Heroes Act, along with Representative Michael
Michaud. I am so honored to have his assistance. He is a person
who is chairing the Subcommittee on Veterans Affairs. Let me get
that title correct. The Veterans Affairs Health Subcommittee. I also
am honored that Congresswoman Maxine Waters, and Representa-
tive Patrick Murphy, an Iraq veteran, have been of great assistance
to us, and they are also sponsoring one of these pieces of legislation
that I shall call to your attention. I'd like to thank their staffs, as
well.

But to H.R. 3329, this piece of legislation, the Homes for Heroes
Act, would provide a special assistant for veterans affairs with
HUD. We need someone in HUD who is looking out for vets. It es-
tablishes a $200 million assistance program for permanent sup-
portive housing and services for low-income veterans. Someone has
to help them as they move from the streets of life back into life as
we know it. This is why we have a $1 million assistance program.
It provides grants and assistance to these service providers who
can help them make these transitions. And hopefully, we can have
a holistic approach that will deal with more than just the homeless
circumstance that we can see. There are oftentimes circumstances
that we cannot see that must be addressed as well.

The program will call for 20,000 vouchers annually for veterans,
and an annual report to Congress on the needs of homeless vet-
erans and the steps that HUD will be taking to address the needs
of these veterans.

May I have 30 seconds? Thank you, Madam Chairwoman. And
finally, in the second bill, this is a 2-year, $25 million pilot program
that will provide for 10,000 vouchers for veterans annually for 2008
and $750,000 in technical assistance. I just want to conclude with
we can do better, we must do better. God Bless America, and thank
God for the American soldier.

I yield back.

Chairwoman WATERS. Thank you very much. I will now recog-
nize the gentleman from Connecticut, Congressman Shays, for 5
minutes.

Mr. SHAYS. Thank you, Madam Chairwoman, and I thank our
ranking member as well. Before Mr. Green leaves, I just want to
tell him how much I admire his work on so many issues, and par-
ticularly this issue, and I look forward to co-sponsoring his bills.
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Madam Chairwoman, I requested, obviously along with others, a
hearing examining the rising rates of homelessness among our Na-
tion’s veterans after reviewing a recent analysis of census and Vet-
erans Administration records conducted by the Alliance to End
Homelessness, which concluded that veterans make up a dispropor-
tionate share of the homeless population.

While veterans only represent 13 percent of the civilian popu-
lation aged 18 and over, they account for 26 percent of our Nation’s
homeless population. This is simply unacceptable. This disparity is
especially concerning as our Nation’s troops in Iraq and Afghani-
stan return home. While the VA currently has over 19,000 transi-
tional housing beds for homeless veterans, and has invested in new
initiatives specifically targeting at-risk populations, various Gov-
ernmental Accountability Office (GAO) and VA studies indicate
that the VA still lacks the capacity to provide timely access to
health services for veterans at risk for homelessness.

Veterans are twice as likely to be chronically homeless compared
to other Americans. Additional obstacles including mental health-
related problems, weakened social networks, highly successful occu-
pational demands, and nontransferability of skills to civilian jobs
create the need for additional supportive services for this popu-
lation. The National Alliance to End Homelessness found that
nearly half-a-million of our Nation’s veterans are severely rent-bur-
dened and devote more than 50 percent of their income to rent.

Permanent supportive housing remains the number one unmet
need of homeless veterans. Section 8 vouchers provided through
HUD and VASH, a supportive housing program between Housing
and Urban Development and Veterans Affairs Supportive Housing,
are an effective means of getting veterans in housing, but funding
increases to the program have only kept existing vouchers and not
expanded program participation.

While Federal funding for a variety of supportive services di-
rected to our homeless veterans continues to increase, many home-
less veterans remain underserved, and it may be that we need to
develop better methods of informing our veterans about the pro-
grams to which they are entitled.

The VA continues to support programs including healthcare for
homeless veterans, domicile care of homeless veterans, com-
pensated work therapy, and the grant and per diem program.
Funding for the homeless veterans reintegration program, adminis-
tered by the Department of Labor, has also steadily increased since
1998.

It also seems to me that the identification and expansion of suc-
cessful local programs and community initiatives is also important.
An estimated 5,000 veterans in my home State of Connecticut are
homeless. A successful model that I hope we can expand upon is
one undertaken by Homes for the Brave in Bridgeport, which has
provided really excellent transitional housing and supportive serv-
ices to our community’s homeless veterans for the past 7 years.

We all care deeply about the well-being of our veterans. I look
forward to hearing from our witnesses their recommendations for
supporting this vulnerable population. And, again, thanks to you,
Madam Chairwoman, and to Mr. Green, and to my ranking mem-
ber.
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Chairwoman WATERS. Thank you very much. The gentlewoman
from New York, Ms. Velazquez.

Ms. VELAZQUEZ. I will ask unanimous consent that my entire
opening statement be included into the record.

Chairwoman WATERS. Thank you very much. Congressman
Neugebauer.

Mr. NEUGEBAUER. Well, thank you, Madam Chairwoman, and I
just want to echo what my other colleagues have said. It is impor-
tant as we have an all-volunteer service in our country and we are
making promises and representation to the men and women who
are putting their lives on the line for our country, it is important
for us to make sure that we keep our promises as well as to those
who have served in the past. And so I look forward to discussing
this issue. It is important.

You know, I think making sure that our veterans have a safe
and warm place to sleep, but more importantly also, make sure
that the freedoms and the opportunities that they fought for, that
they’re allowed to participate in. And so along with this initiative,
making sure that we have job training and making sure that as
our soldiers come back from war that we are able to integrate them
back into the economy and to provide jobs and opportunity for
them, because it is—probably they have a greater entitlement to be
able to participate and enjoy the fruits, the freedoms, and the op-
portunities in America than just about any of us.

So this is a very important hearing, and I look forward to our
witnesses today and seeing what we can do to make sure that we
do take care of America’s finest. I thank you.

Chairwoman WATERS. Thank you very much. The gentleman
from Missouri, Mr. Cleaver.

Mr. CLEAVER. Thank you, Madam Chairwoman. I don’t need the
entire 5 minutes. I'd like to express my appreciation to you and to
Ms. Capito for the hearing, and to my colleague, Al Green, for his
vision in putting forth legislation to deal with what I consider to
be one of the major problems facing us.

I've had many veterans say to me that we seem to be supportive
while they are in battle, but when they return, we seem to forget
them. There are a potpourri of complaints they register, and one
of them was very clear to me. As I mentioned before, in my district,
we do a stand down in August of each year, and we average about
600 veterans. I don’t even know how the communication gets out,
but they all show up at Emanuel High School and we go through
the whole process of providing a meal, shaves, haircuts, some med-
ical attention, dental attention, and it is amazing that after this
one Saturday, they return to, in many instances, the banks of the
Missouri River where many of them stay.

I represent, of course, Harry Truman’s district. This seat is
Harry Truman’s in a large sense. And the 33rd President of our
country was someone who understood what our veterans experi-
enced when they return home, and so what he did at the end of
World War II was to begin the process of providing housing for vet-
erans. The first unit was actually in our district. It was called
Ridgeway Heights. It was known previous to that as Boulevard Vil-
lage. But at any rate, it provided housing for homeless veterans
way back after World War II. We’ve not done enough since then.
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Today it’s a housing complex for veterans as well as other citizens.
There are about 200 people who still live there at Ridgeway
Heights.

And I agree with our President, my leader in our congressional
district, Harry Truman, that we need to take care of our veterans.
I also believe that when you serve, you deserve, and that is exactly
what I compliment my colleague for seeing, and I look forward to
receiving the testimony of our witnesses and delving even deeper
into this issue.

Thank you, Madam Chairwoman.

Chairwoman WATERS. Thank you very much. The gentleman
from New Jersey, Mr. Sires.

Mr. SIRES. Thank you, Madam Chairwoman, for this important
hearing. And I want to compliment my colleague, Congressman
Green, for all his hard work and for always being there for the vet-
erans.

I just have a couple of statements. I served as a local mayor, and
one of the problems that we had in this community was the hous-
ing that was built, apartments that were built for veterans after
the war, it was turned over to the housing authority at one stretch.
And HUD was supposed to manage the people who were there, col-
lecting the rents and everything else. But one of the problems that
we encountered was that the housing authority was not allowed to
invest the money in repairing and maintaining the building.

One of the things that I want to find out is if this policy is still
there, because there are still houses that were built after the war,
apartments, basically—I come from a very urban area—that are
part of the housing authority. And somewhere along the line, these
are veterans who are living there. And if we don’t allow some of
the investments to make their life better, I think the policy needs
to be reviewed.

The other issue I think we have to look at is, before the veterans
become homeless, what can we do to assist those families? Because
I think that’s where some of the problems can be headed off. As
they serve in this army, it puts a great deal of economic pressure
on the families as they come back, they’re practically in debt be-
cause they just can’t do it economically. So I think a combination
of both things, just before they come back, and if you could address
that issue on the policy or look into it, I know that is disruptive,
but that’s what I wanted to say. Thank you very much.

Chairwoman WATERS. Thank you very much. Next, I will recog-
nize Mr. Donnelly.

Mr. DoNNELLY. Thank you, Madam Chairwoman, and I want to
thank the ranking member and Mr. Green for your tremendous
work in this area. I am blessed to be a member of both the Finan-
cial Services Committee and the Veterans Affairs Committee, so
this is an issue of significant importance to me.

Last week, I visited some of the homeless shelters in my district
in order to see how we were dealing with the needs of our veterans
and how we were appropriately taking care of them. This is not
just another opportunity for the Congress to work on a program.
This is an obligation that we as a country have to the people who
have given us the very freedom that we have every day. And so it
is critically important.
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We have to get this right. This is one of those things that we can-
not take a chance on getting wrong, and so, Mr. Green, your work
has been extraordinarily important to all of us, and we appreciate
it. I look forward to being part of this.

Thank you, Madam Chairwoman.

Chairwoman WATERS. Mr. Ellison was here, and I think he left,
so we will proceed with our first panel. I'd like to introduce our
first witness panel. First, we have Mr. Mark Johnston, Deputy As-
sistance Secretary for Special Needs, U.S. Department of Housing
and Urban Development.

Next, we have Mr. Pete Dougherty, Director, Homeless Veterans
Programs, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. I want the mem-
bers to be aware that due to the short notice VA received regarding
this hearing, I've extended the deadline for submission of their
written testimony for the record. Mr. Dougherty will provide oral
testimony and will be available for questions.

And finally, we have Mr. David Wood, Director, Financial Mar-
l(«:)ef“;_s and Community Investment, U.S. Government Accountability

ice.

Thank you all for appearing before the subcommittee today, and
without objection, your written statements will be made a part of
the record. You will now be recognized for a 5-minute summary of
your testimony.

We will start with Mr. Johnston.

STATEMENT OF MARK JOHNSTON, DEPUTY ASSISTANT SEC-
RETARY FOR SPECIAL NEEDS, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HOUS-
ING AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT

Mr. JOHNSTON. Thank you, Chairwoman Waters, Ranking Mem-
ber Capito, and members of the subcommittee. I am pleased to be
here today to represent Secretary Alfonso Jackson of the U.S. De-
partment of Housing and Urban Development. The Secretary recog-
nizes the moral responsibility HUD has to its veterans. This is es-
pecially true for those who have served our country who now sleep
on the streets of this great Nation.

The Department administers a variety of housing programs that
can assist veterans. These include the Housing Choice Voucher pro-
gram, the Public Housing program, the Community Development
Block Grant program, and HOME Investment Partnerships. These
programs, by statute, provide great flexibility so that communities
can use these resources to meet their particular local needs, includ-
ing the needs of their veterans.

In addition to these programs, Congress has authorized a variety
of targeted programs for special needs populations, including home-
less persons. Unfortunately, veterans are well-represented in the
homeless population. HUD is committed to serving homeless vet-
erans and recognizes that Congress charges HUD to serve all
homeless groups. HUD provides an array of housing and supportive
services to all homeless groups, including homeless veterans.

I'd like to take a moment to outline our activities that specifically
relate to serving homeless veterans. In February of 2007, HUD
competitively awarded a total of nearly $1.3 billion in homeless as-
sistance. A record 5,288 projects were awarded funds. It’s impor-
tant to note that veterans are eligible for all of our homeless assist-
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ance programs, and HUD emphasizes the importance of serving
veterans in its grant application.

A total of 205 applications were submitted wherein at least half
of the program clients would be veterans. Of that number, 90 per-
cent of these veteran-focused projects were successfully awarded
funding. We awarded just over $41 million to these projects. In ad-
dition, we awarded funds to projects that will be serving a smaller
share of homeless veterans, but serving veterans nonetheless.
When you combine all projects serving veterans, targeted and non-
targeted projects, we awarded funds to more than 1,420 projects for
over $342 million.

To underscore our continued commitment to serve homeless vet-
erans, we have highlighted veterans in our annual planning and
grantmaking process. In the grant application, for instance, we
score applications on whether organizations that represent home-
less veterans are at the planning table. Because of HUD’s empha-
sis, over 90 percent of all communities nationwide have homeless
veteran representation.

Many of those living on our streets in this country are 